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ABSTRACT
In the United States, there are currently over seven million high school athletes, all

of whom are required to take four years of core classes as well as elective classes. Core

subject areas consist of math, science, social sciences, and English language arts. Of the

four core subject areas, both national and state education committees place emphasis and

scrutiny on English language arts. The research within this thesis, conducted in the form of
an interview, is meant to explore English language arts teachers’ possible attitudes and

expectations of their student athletes in concern to their writing abilities. Special emphasis

will be placed on secondary English language arts teachers’ perceptions of student-athletes’
use of the standard conventions of English, such as spelling, punctuation, syntax, and

grammar, within their writing.

The results of four interviews with secondary English language arts teachers

revealed that these secondary English language arts teachers did not hold different

perceptions of their student-athletes writing abilities as compared to their non-athlete

peers. All four participants revealed that they believe that the student-athletes in their
classroom have the same writing abilities as non-athletes, and that being labeled as a

student-athlete does not give way to either positive or negative perception of their writing.

This exploratory study is beneficial to both student-athletes and English language arts

teachers, as it may have the ability to affect change in the way that teachers approach and
teach their student-athletes.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Personal Rationale
Growing up, I was always an athletic kid. From a young age I was on athletic teams;

in elementary school I was a part of the cross-country team, while I also went to dance and

gymnastics lessons. As I got older and became a middle school student I stopped attending
dance and gymnastics classes and began participating in sports such as tennis, track, and
volleyball. Finally, as a high school student I really came to love and find my place as a

member of the varsity volleyball team. From the time I was a small child I identified myself
as an athletic girl and a team player. However, I also identified myself as an academically
motivated student.

While some students needed their parents to push them to do well in school, I was

self-motivated. I liked to do well and receive high marks on my schoolwork, and it was a

source of pride when my teachers or other students would refer to me as one of the

smartest kids in the classroom. While schoolwork did not always come easy for me,

especially when I got to AP and Honors classes in high school, I went out of my way to learn
the material and not just pass but receive high grades in all of my classes. I graduated from
high school as both an honors student and a summa cum laude earning a 4.0 GPA; I
managed to do this while working as a full-time student-athlete.

As a high school athlete, I would often hear teachers make remarks about their

student-athletes and how very little was expected from them, especially if they were in

Standard level classes; I thought very little of this because I was not one of those students.
1

However, after I graduated from high school I was hired to become a freshmen volleyball
coach and I began to notice a stigma that surrounded the high school athletes. Student-

athletes, including my volleyball players, were either regarded in high esteem with their

teachers or had very little expected of their academic performance. Becoming a coach and
viewing this stigma from a coach’s point of view made me interested in finding out what

teachers really thought of their student-athletes.

I am a future secondary English language arts education teacher and will one day

have a classroom of my own. I know that my classroom will be filled with students from all
walks of life, student-athletes included. Therefore I decided that insight into my fellow

secondary English education teachers’ relationships and perceptions of student-athletes

would be beneficial to my future career. I hope that the insight that I gain from completing
this study will allow me to be an open-minded, aware, and encouraging secondary English
language arts teacher.

Broader Rationale
In a culture where sporting events are held in the same high esteem as national

holidays, and professional athletes are revered for their physical prowess as well as their

high paying salaries, it is only natural that impressionable high school students would look
up to these athletes as role models. According to a survey completed by the National

Federation of State High School Associations, in the 2012-2013 school year, over seven

million high school students participated in extracurricular sports across the United States

(NFSHSA, 2013). While these student-athletes are not gaining international fame or million
2

dollar salaries, they are gaining valuable experience in balancing a social and academic
lifestyle.

Each of the over-seven million high school athletes currently participating in high

school athletics are required to take four years of core classes, as well as elective classes

(NFSHSA, 2013). Core classes for high school students fall into the subject areas of math,
science, social sciences, and English language arts. Of these four subject areas, there has

been a recent push for, and emphasis put on, English language arts, by both national and

state education departments (Florida Department of Education, 2014). Reading, writing,

and comprehension skills learned in English language arts classes carry over to all subject
areas; therefore, it is pivotal that students perform well in their English language arts

classes, so that they may be successful in other academic areas as well.

Throughout their time in school, student-athletes face the same academic struggles,

and triumphs, as many other students face. Student-athletes often have slightly better

academic profiles than their non-athletic peers, and with such similar academic records it
is reasonable to assume that writing performance, poor or not, applies to all students and

not just student-athletes (Wagner, 2011). Additionally, Wagner states that many students
would benefit from additional writing support, even though student-athletes are a very
vulnerable population because of their time constraints (2011).

This thesis aims to explore a small number of secondary English language arts

teachers’ relationships with high school athletes and determine if it is possible that these
teachers have certain perceptions or expectations of student-athletes regarding their

performance in the English language arts classroom because of their status as an athlete.
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Emphasis for this study will be on teacher perceptions of student-athletes writing abilities
in concern to their knowledge and use of the standard conventions of English in writing,

such as, spelling, punctuation, syntax, and grammar. While knowledge of the conventions

of English does not ensure total success in English language arts, there is such an emphasis
placed on it throughout the state of Florida’s curriculum guide that I am curious about
teacher’s viewpoints on this specific area of English language arts.

As a future secondary English language arts teacher, I will one day be teaching my

students about the conventions of English. While it is not my favorite topic to teach within

English language arts, it is a vital skill that all students should possess proper knowledge of
as they leave high school and pursue careers (Wagner, 2011). Furthermore, studies that I
have found have focused on the reading comprehension of student-athletes, rather than

their writing abilities (Ganim, 2014). This study, while small, is focused around writing and
the minute, but important, elements that make a piece of writing whole.

The following chapter will review literature and additional research conducted by

other professionals both inside and outside of the teaching profession. Chapter Three will
detail the methodology of the research conducted for this study. Later chapters will

provide research conclusions, study limitations, and the impact that this study could have
on future research within the field of English language arts.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW AND BACKGROUND
Although relatively little research exists concerning high school athletes as

compared to college athletes, inferences are able to be drawn from prior studies which are
focused around the perception and biases of college professors towards collegiate athletes
academic performance.

Research in the area of student-athlete performance is somewhat ambiguous, and

there has yet to be any research that supports researchers feelings one way or the other
about student-athletes performance in the classroom as compared to non-athletes. For

instance, research done at the University of Texas San Antonio states that, “Several authors
have contended that sport participation facilitates children’s academic achievement,

largely due to the behavioral characteristics developed within that participation” (Ryska &

Vestal, 2004). Ryska and Vestal state that student-athletes often have higher grades and

set higher academic goals for themselves as compared to their peers. However, Ryska and
Vestal’s (2004) research also goes onto say, “Student-athletes possess significantly underdeveloped academic skills and demonstrate less mature levels of education and career
planning as compared to non-athletes” (Ryska & Vestal, 2004). Furthermore, various

studies have found that student-athletes tend to have higher percentages of students with

learning disabilities (N4A Committee on Learning Disabilities, 1998; Wagner, 2011).

Research concerning student-athlete’s academic performance can be considered equivocal

at best.

Although student-athlete academic performance is abstruse, there is evidence of

teacher stereotyping. “They [student-athletes] are seen as academically unqualified
4

illegitimate students whose only interest is athletics” (Bosworth, Fujita, Jensen, & Simons,

2007). This stereotype can affect both student-athletes and teachers; such stereotyping
can impact student-teacher relationships, causing stress and frustration. If a student-

athlete feels that a teacher does not believe that they are capable or motivated to do their
work, than that student is likely to resent that teacher and underperform (Hansen &

Wanke, 2009). Further research reveals that, “The perception is that in order to remain
eligible and participate in sports they [student-athletes] put in minimum effort, do little
academic work, take easy classes, and have others do their work for them” (Bosworth,

Fujita, Jensen, & Simons, 2007). Suggesting that the only reason student-athletes do any

work in their academic classes is to remain athletically eligible and that student-athletes

have no inclination towards academics. While this may be true for some student-athletes,

it is unlikely that the subculture of student-athletes as a whole fall within the previous
categorization.

Starting in the mid-1980s Florida lawmakers proposed academic eligibility

requirements for student-athletes. This idea was based off of a bill passed in the state of
Texas named No Pass, No Play which was designed to keep student-athletes focused and

grounded in their schoolwork rather than just going to school for the athletics. Florida
lawmakers created their own version of eligibility requirements for Florida student-

athletes, which are still in place today through the Florida High School Athletic Association.
However, Texas and Florida are not the only states with this kind of focus put on studentathletes. A 2010 study of high school student-athletes found, “48 state athletic

associations recommended some form of academic eligibility requirements for student
5

participation in high school sports, with requirements ranging from being enrolled in a

minimum number of courses, to a combination of minimum number of courses, passing all
courses, a minimum grade point average, and an attendance policy” (Favor & Lumpkin,
2012). With eligibility rules that student-athletes must fulfill, student-athletes remain
engaged in their academic experience.

Eligibility standards can also act as external motivation. According to Favor and

Lumpkin, “These standards have resulted in some students having higher grades, higher

attendance rates, fewer disciplinary problems, and lower dropout rates” (2012). However,
the research pertaining to high school student-athletes’ elder counterparts in collegiate

athletics does not always reflect the same external motivation that high school studentathletes have (Covington, Simons, & Van Rheenen, 1999).

In 2014 an article written by CNN reporter Sara Ganim found that student athletes

at the collegiate level, especially basketball and football players, were reading between a
fourth-grade and eighth-grade level. “As far back as the 1980s, faculty and staff have

spoken up about illiterate athletes who are pushed through with passing grades to keep

eligibility to play, while their reading was little addressed” (Ganim, 2014). This thesis is

interested to explore whether English language arts teachers, as well as other core subject
area teachers, are allowing some illiterate or poor performing student-athletes to pass
through their classrooms without an appropriate knowledge base.
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Expectations and Self-fulfilling Prophecies
Could the reported problem of illiterate collegiate athletes very well stem from a

source of secondary English language arts teachers who have personal perceptions and

biases towards student-athletes? Although some research suggests that student-athletes

believe that professional athletics would be their ideal profession (Lee, 1983) the reality is
that most student-athletes do not have the abilities needed to pursue such a career.

Leaving these student-athletes to fall back on their academic abilities, especially if they
have no interest in attempting to bring their athletic abilities to the professional stage

(Covington, Simmons, & Van Rheenen, 1999). There has been ample research done on

teacher expectations and the effect that they have on student’s self-fulfilling prophecies- a
behavior or idea influenced by expectations which in turn causes the expectations to

become true. Although the strength of the effect that teacher expectations can have on a

student vary, the fact remains the same that teacher expectations do make a difference to
student’s academic performances. It has been found that such self-fulfilling prophecies

occur in the classroom, the effect on students is rather minimal (Kent & Lee, 2005). The
fact remains though, that self-fulfilling prophecies are affected by teacher perceptions.

Furthermore, research shows that, “activating a stereotype can influence behavior in a

stereotype-consistent way,” (Hansen & Wanke, 2009); therefore, if a student is exposed to a
“dumb-jock” stereotype, than they are more likely to perform in that manner. However, if a
certain stereotype is not widely believed, rather it is held by only one or two people, than
will it have any effect on the receiver of the stereotype?
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The effect that teacher’s perceptions and biases have on students may be small, but

any affect makes a difference. “Positive expectations promote positive attitudes and

motivation to achieve; negative expectations lead to alienation, discouragement, and lack of

effort” (Arnold, 1997). This very simple process of expectation and fulfillment should be a

positive one; however, many teachers’ negative perceptions and stereotypes come through
to affect students. Arnold writes, “The importance of positive expectations is magnified

with regard to young adolescents because of the negative stereotypes which abound them
in our society” (1997). This is true for student-athletes as well.

Self-fulfilling prophecies are ideas or prophecies held by others that can cause a

person to act in a way to make the prophecy come true. Whereas self-efficacy is the

personal strength or belief in oneself to complete tasks, accomplish goals, or perform in a

certain way. Bandura (1982) completed a study on the self-efficacy mechanism in human
agency that confirms that people’s self-worth and performance has a direct correlation

between their thoughts of themselves and their environment. In this case, student’s selfefficacy is directly correlated with their learning environment, i.e. their teacher’s

perceptions, expectations, and biases that may be formed in response to a student’s

extracurricular activities. Within Bandura’s research a figure compares personal self-

efficacy judgment and outcome judgment; this figure states that a person can have four
outcomes when utilizing this scale. If a person has low self-efficacy and low outcome

judgment then they will become resigned and apathetic, whereas if they have low self-

efficacy and high outcome judgment than they may self-devaluate and become despondent.
Whereas, if a person has high self-efficacy judgment and low outcome judgment then they
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may protest, become a social activist, and a milieu for change. However, if a person has

high self-efficacy judgment and high outcome judgment, then they are more inclined to be
active and be assured in their decisions (Bandura, 1982). Bandura’s theory and self-

efficacy chart can be applied to this research because a student’s self-efficacy judgment

coupled with the outcome judgment of the teacher and learning environment can produce

results that can be detrimental or encouraging for a student’s academic abilities, especially

student-athletes. The chart published with Bandura’s research can be found in Appendix B
titled, Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Chart.

Professional Conduct, Florida Standards, and Writing
As a future secondary English language arts teacher, I plan to encourage and

support my students, whether they are student-athletes or not. It is my personal belief that
every person no matter his or her age, gender, ethnicity, or beliefs has the right to an

unbiased education. Thankfully, the state of Florida holds similar beliefs and has written a

code of conduct that outlines the expected behavior and conduct that every educator in the
state of Florida must practice.

The Florida Code of Ethics and Principles of Professional Conduct for the Education

Profession in Florida section 6A-10.080 part 1 states that, “The educator values the worth
and dignity of every person, the pursuit of truth, devotion to excellence, acquisition of

knowledge, and the nurture of democratic citizenship. Essential to the achievement of
these standards are the freedom to learn and to teach and the guarantee of equal

opportunity for all.” This professional code of conduct is relevant to this study, for it will be
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examined as to whether or not ELA teacher’s perceptions of student-athletes unknowingly
limit the student’s equal opportunity to learn.

Furthermore, this study will focus around English language arts teacher’s

perceptions of student-athletes’ writing abilities concerning the use of the standard

conventions of English in their writing, such as spelling, punctuation, syntax, and grammar.
In order to determine the ability level of student-athletes as compared to their peers

concerning writing conventions, I will be using the recently updated Language Arts Florida
Standards. In the state of Florida these language standards are utilized by teachers to

assist in creating lesson or unit plans and guide teachers as to where students should be on
both a knowledge level and performance level, according to grade level.

The language standards for grades nine/ten, in cluster 1: Conventions of Standard

English, code LAFS.910.L.1.1 state that students should be able to, “Demonstrate command

of the conventions of standard English grammar and usage when writing or speaking.” This
includes using parallel structure, and using various types of phrases and clauses to convey
specific meanings while writing. Additionally, code LAFS.910.L.1.2 states that students
should be able to, “Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard English

capitalization, punctuation, and spelling when writing.” This also includes the use of
semicolons and colons in writing.

Similarly, the language standards for grades eleven/twelve, in cluster 1:

Conventions of Standard English, code LAFS.1112.L.1.1 state that students should be able
to, “Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard English grammar and usage

when writing or speaking.” The conventions of English according to this code also include
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the understanding that the conventions of English can change and that in order to combat
contested issues of the conventions of language they should refer to professional

references such as the Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of English Usage. Furthermore, code

LAFS.1112.L.1.2 of cluster 1 states that students should be able to, “Demonstrate command
of the conventions of Standard English capitalization, punctuation, and spelling when

writing.” This standard also includes the additional understanding of the conventions of
hyphenation. Florida has recently adopted and revised the above standards in order to

enhance not only the writing skills of Florida public school students, but also their overall
literacy skills.

There has been previous research conducted that states that being a student-athlete

does not necessarily lead to better or worse academic outcomes (Wagner, 2011). While

some student-athletes academic performance is strong, others are weak, however, this is
no different than non-athletes performance in the classroom; some students are more

academically inclined than others. As it happens, what matters more in the relationship

between teachers and student-athletes are the expectations set for each student by both

the teacher and the student. Positive expectations for students lead to positive outcomes,

while negative expectations for students usually lead to negative outcomes (Arnold, 1997).

As educators we need to realize that students need to know that they are believed in

and that teachers have positive expectations for them to succeed or else we are setting

them up for failure. Additionally, we need to be aware of our professional conduct in the

classroom. The state of Florida Professional Code of Conduct requires each teacher to not
only respect their students, but also their profession and the community in which they
11

teach. The code of conduct by which Florida teachers must abide is in place for the good of
both teachers and students, establishing good will and positive influence between all
teachers and students.

The Florida language standards are in place for the same reason. Teachers are

expected to hold their students to high standards, which are outlined in the recently

updated Florida language standards. These standards not only act as a guide for teachers

to set their own classroom expectations and standards, but also provide a guide as to

where each student should be performing at a certain grade level. These standards are

important as they keep all students held to high but maintainable standards, in hopes of
having high achievement outcomes for all students.

With new and updated Florida standards and a new push for improved literacy

among students, I wanted to find out how or if student-athletes would be affected. By

conducting a semi-structured interview as the basis for this small exploratory study, I plan
to examine the relationship between secondary English language arts teachers and

student-athletes. Additionally, I hope to determine if secondary English language arts

teachers have any preconceived perceptions or expectations for their student-athletes’

writing ability. Following this chapter is the explanation for the methodology behind this
small, exploratory study, as well as the outcome of the study.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
Teachers’ perceptions of students are important to student success, but also may be

a hindrance to student performance in the classroom. This is especially true for groups of
students that are already at-risk of becoming stereotyped, such as student-athletes.

English teachers’ perceptions of the writing abilities of student-athletes can determine the

outcome of the student writing, if the students are aware of the teachers’ perceptions

(Hansen & Wanke, 2009). If a student-athlete is aware of a teacher’s perception, bias, or

stereotype towards student-athletes then that stereotype could directly affect the student’s
behavior (Hansen & Wanke, 2009). With this in mind, the following research in this thesis
has been conducted in order to better understand if secondary English language arts
teachers have any established perceptions, expectations, or stereotypes concerning
student-athletes and their writing abilities.

Participants
Four participants were asked to be a part of this small, exploratory study. All four

participants work at the same Seminole County Public High School and are secondary
English language arts teachers. Additionally, all four of the participants were white

females. Each participant is registered as a teacher in the state of Florida. Participant 1 has
been a teacher for 6 years and teaches 11th grade Honors English language arts and Debate
I through IV, Participant 2 has been a teacher for 25 years and teaches 12th grade AP

Literature, Participant 3 has been a teacher for 8 years and teaches 12th grade Honors

English language arts as well as 9th grade Honors English language arts, and Participant 4
13

has been a teacher for 15 years and teaches 12th grade Standard English language arts as

well as 11th grade Standard English language arts. Additionally, Participant 1, Participant 3,
and Participant 4 were high school student-athletes. However, only Participant 3 and
Participant 4 work as after school athletic coaches.

A limited number of participants were asked to partake in this study because there

were time constraints placed on the study that did not allow for ample time to interview a
multitude of participants.

Setting
Each of the semi-structured interviews that occurred with the four participants took

place within the same Seminole County Public High School. This high school opened in

2005 and is considered to be a relatively newer school within Seminole County; there is

total enrollment of approximately 2500-3000 students. This particular high school is rated

as an “A” school in the state of Florida for the 2013-2014 school year; to be rated an “A”
school is the best grade that a public school can receive in the state of Florida

(http://www.scps.k12.fl.us/Portals/0/assets/pdf/newsStories/2014/07/2014_SCPS_Scho
ol_Grade_SummaryV2.pdf). Public high school grades are determined based off of 50%
assessment-based performance and learning gains and 50% of other components

(http://schoolgrades.fldoe.org/pdf/1112/Guidesheet2012SchoolGrades.pdf). Assessmentbased performance depends upon the standardized tests that all students are required to

take. While the category of other components refers to the amount of students enrolled in
accelerated curricula, students’ performance in accelerated curricula, the school’s
14

graduation rate, the school’s at-risk graduation rate, and college readiness level

(http://schoolgrades.fldoe.org/pdf/1112/Guidesheet2012SchoolGrades.pdf). The grading
charts for Seminole County that were used for the above references can be found in
Appendix C titled Seminole County Public School Grade Chart and Appendix D titled
Seminole County Public School Grading System.

It has been my personal observation that this particular Seminole County Public

School is both academically and athletically oriented. There are 28 different Advanced

Placement courses offered to students, along with a myriad of academic clubs, and other

opportunities, such as volunteering, that allow students the opportunity to pursue learning
outside of the classroom. Additionally, there are many different athletic teams that

students may choose to become a part of. However, it has also been my observation that

there is very little diversity within the student population at this school. By my estimation
the majority of this Seminole County Public High School is made up of White non-Hispanic
students.

This particular high school was chosen for the setting of the study because it is the

place of work for each of the four study participants. Additionally, this school was the

designated placement for my first teaching internship, coordinated through the University

of Central Florida. Through my internship, I have witnessed the amount of enthusiasm that
the teachers, students, and administrations have for both academics and athletics within

this school. Both academic honors and athletic honors are highly regarded by all and are
recognized equally.

15

Data Collection Tools and Materials
For this study, I created an interview protocol with the guidance and approval of the

thesis chair and the University of Central Florida Institutional Review Board. This semi-

structured interview consists of a total of six original questions, available for review in

Appendix A titled Interview Protocol Questions, which were created in the hope that they

would provide insight as to whether or not secondary English education teachers have any
kind of relationship or perceptions about student-athletes’ writing abilities.

When performing the semi-structured interview with each participant I brought

along the interview protocol, as well as my personal mobile phone so that I could record

the interview. It was important to have each interview recorded so that I could refer to it

throughout the many stages of the study. By recording the interview I was able to hold

much more candid conversations with each participant, and know that I had the ability to
reference each interview at my discretion.

Timeline of Interviews
As previously stated, each of the four participants work at the same Seminole

County Public High School. I have also been assigned to this same Seminole County Public

High School for my first teaching internship, coordinated through the University of Central

Florida. Over the last few months I have developed professional relationships with the four
participants of this study through my work as a teaching intern. It was through these

professional relationships that I was able to ask and secure their voluntary participation
within this small, exploratory study.
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Once each participant agreed to be a part of this exploratory study, we worked

together to choose a convenient time to hold the interview. Each of the participants are

full-time secondary English language arts teachers, therefore the interview had to be

scheduled around their teaching schedules. Each interview was scheduled during the

participants’ planning period; this is the class period that every teacher has once a day that
allows them time without students to plan lessons, grade papers, and organize their
classrooms.

I would go to each of the participants’ classrooms during their planning period so

that the interview would be conducted in a private, comfortable, and professional setting.
Prior to each interview I provided each participant with an Informed Consent document
that was created through the University of Central Florida’s Institutional Review Board.
The Informed Consent document, available for review in Appendix D titled, Informed

Consent Document, explained to the participants the general idea of the study, any risks or

benefits involved, the confidentiality agreement for the study, and that interview would be
recorded so that I may refer back to it at my discretion. This study did not require that

participants sign the Informed Consent document because there were no expected risks or
benefits from participating in this study.

After providing each participant with the Informed Consent document, I set up my

mobile phone to record the interview. The recording of each interview was a voice memo
only; no video was taken during this process to help ensure confidentiality. Once the

recording had begun I interviewed each participant, beginning at question 1 and ending at
question 6. These questions can be reviewed in Appendix A titled, Interview Protocol
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Questions. The interview process took approximately ten minutes for Participant 1,

Participant 2, and Participant 4. The interview process took approximately fifteen minutes
for Participant 3.

Summarizing Statements
In order to gather data, I have chosen to create an interview protocol, which will

assist in determining whether or not these particular secondary English language arts

teachers have an opinion about or interesting perceptions of student-athletes and their
writing abilities concerning their knowledge and use of the standard conventions of

English within their writing. Within this exploratory pilot study, four participants were

surveyed; the participants within this study are secondary English language arts teachers
working within the Seminole County Public School system in Orlando, Florida. The

participants teach varied levels of students, ranging from Standard English language arts to
Honors and Advanced Placement English language arts courses. However, four teachers
who are not necessarily representative of secondary English language arts teachers as a
whole cannot be generalized.

Appendix A, titled Interview Protocol Questions, consists of the six questions that

were used to interview the participants. These six questions were created with the help of
the thesis chair and were considered essential in determining whether or not the teachers
that will be interviewed might reveal perceptions, expectations, or biases in concern with

student-athletes and their writing abilities.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS

Overall Writing Abilities
Writing ability is essential in the transfer of ideas, knowledge, and understanding.

Each and every secondary student has been taught and trained in, not only English

language arts classes, but other core subject areas, how to convey their thoughts with the
utilization of writing. In order to determine if a small set of secondary English language

arts teachers have a preconceived perception of student-athlete writing abilities, the four

participants within the study were asked to compare the writing abilities of their studentathletes with the writing abilities of their non-athletes. Question 1: “According to your

professional experience, what would you say about the overall writing abilities of studentathletes compared to the writing abilities of their peers?” This very generalized question
asked teachers to recall using professional experience and hindsight if they believe the
writing ability of student-athletes differed from that of other students.

The purpose of this question is to gain better understanding in reference to

teachers’ perceptions about student-athletes writing abilities, as well as their perceptions
about their non-athletes writing abilities. In regard to question 1, each participant’s
answer is as follows:

Participant 1: “Overall I would say, well I teach honors classes, I think their writing

actually is better, than the other students because they’re more disciplined and usually

high achieving. So I can’t really think in specific terms, but on the whole I would say that
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because they have that focus, they have that drive, they have that discipline, inherently they
do better on the things that require those skills too.”

Participant 2: “It’s stronger sometimes, it’s average if not higher, and it’s because

they make them do study guides and so basically your athlete is going to be the last kid to

not turn in an assignment, they’re going to turn in their assignment if they want to stay on

the team. They do the work, they do the practice and so it’s okay. They’re not the brilliant,
brilliant ones, unless they just happen to be. Like our student, who is president of the
national English honor society and a football player, but generally, it’s not low level.”
Participant 3: “I’ve never really thought about that, about the writing abilities

compared to student athletes, so I’m just going to try to recall from the ones that I had,

because I had some of the ones that I had in tenth grade that are athletes that I now have in
twelfth grade. Honestly, I really don’t see much of a difference in the writing, what I notice

is in the reading, like they don’t read. And I know writing and reading go hand in hand, but
I think for them they are weak in the skills of reading. They don’t get the allusions if it’s

from a book, or they just haven’t read the book. Their vocabulary is not quite as big, and I

know usually that comes across in writing as well. But specifically for athletes as opposed
to someone else that is not an athlete I don’t see a big difference.”

Participant 4: “That’s a good question. Unfortunately all of my kids writing is

atrocious because they’re so low level and I have a lot of athletes. It kind of depends on

who it is. I have lazy athletes that are in Standard classes but really don’t belong there. But
then I have other kids that are student-athletes that really belong, it depends on the kid but
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I don’t think there’s any difference, especially in my classroom because I have Standard
kids, so there really isn’t a big difference.”

Although each participant’s responses varied, a general conclusion for these four

participants was met. Participants responded that their student-athletes’ overall writing

abilities, as compared to their non-athlete peers, was no different. Participants stated that

although it depends on each individual student, they believe that generally there is no

difference in writing ability, and that by “specifically comparing athletes, as opposed to

other kids, there isn’t a difference.” This response directly coincides with research findings
that all students, athletes or not, share similar academic characteristics, and that all

students could find benefit in supplemental writing instruction, not just student-athletes

(Wagner, 2011).

The Conventions of Writing
Within the conducted research for this study, the conventions of writing were an

area of focus. According to the Language Arts Florida Standards, secondary level students
should have proper knowledge of the conventions of writing. Within the section on the

conventions of Standard English, the Language Arts Florida Standards state that students

should be able to, “Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard English grammar
and usage when writing or speaking,” and “Demonstrate command of the conventions of
standard English capitalization, punctuation, and spelling when writing.” (Florida

Department of Education, 2014) The participants in this study were asked for their

perceptions about student-athletes abilities to utilize the standard conventions of English
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with the following question. Question 2: “Do you feel that the student-athletes in your

classroom have an appropriate understanding of the conventions of writing (I.e. spelling,

capitalization, syntax, grammar, word choice)? This question was designed with the

intention to gain better understanding of these four teachers’ perceptions of student-

athletes and their ability to use the Standard conventions of English correctly. In regards to
question 2, each participant’s answer is as follows:

Participant 1: “No. I don’t think anyone does, which is sad to say. I’ve noticed that

across the board it’s not just athlete or non-athlete, it’s a problem for everybody.”

Participant 2: “Yeah, yeah I would say so. And I’m also thinking about my standard

kids, the thing with the athletes is that if they didn’t get it then they would ask questions to
try and get it because they knew they had to get it. So they have a second motivation.”

Participant 3: “I would say so. I just think they’re weak, in general, everybody in

general. And I have a decent amount, so I can kind of like really think about it so I had them
in tenth grade, like I said, and now I have them in twelfth and they’ve been athletes. I really
don’t see anything huge though.”

Participant 4: “No different than any of my other kids.”

Two of the four participants stated that they believed that the utilization of the

standard conventions of English within student writing was a weak point for all students,

not just student-athletes. Stating that, “Across the board, its not just athlete non-athlete, it
is a problem for everybody.” The perceptions of the following participants is similar to the
findings of Wagner (2011), as her research states that large numbers of students, ranging

from one-third to three-fourths of all students who have graduated from high school do not
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have the proper writing knowledge and abilities that are needed to participate in writing
tasks at the postsecondary level (2011). The conclusions of two participants were that

student-athletes were not able to utilize the standard conventions of English well within

their writing, however, it seems to be a struggle for all students, not just student-athletes.

The other two participants stated that they believed that all of their students had a firm
understanding of the conventions of English and that very few issues concerning this
standard were exhibited within their students, including student-athletes, writing.

The general conclusion of the four participants was that either all of their students

struggled utilizing the standard conventions of English within their writing, or that their
students had a firm understanding of the usage of the standard conventions of English

within their writing; being a student-athlete made no difference to these participants and

their perceptions of the understanding and usage of the standard conventions of English.
This conclusion lends itself to data found in research studies that state that poor writing
performance is a struggle for all students, not just student athletes (Wagner, 2011).
Teacher Expectations
Although the focus of this study is centered on student-athletes’ and their writing

abilities, I believe that teacher expectations may play a part in those students’ abilities.

Teacher expectations can change the way that students views themselves and their work,
as well as the way that teachers teach their students; it is has been documented that

expectations relative to students behavior align with self-fulfilling prophecies (Arnold,
1997). Therefore, teacher expectations for student-athletes could be one of many
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determining factors of students writing abilities, especially if the teacher’s expectations for
non-athletes writing differs from the expectations they hold for student-athletes writing.

This statement is also supported by Bandura’s research, stating that a person’s self-efficacy
judgment and outcome judgment are directly correlated to actions; therefore, studentathletes self-efficacy judgment coupled with English language arts teachers outcome

judgments can have a direct effect on their writing abilities (Bandura, 1982).

Question 3 was developed to determine if these four secondary English language

arts teachers hold different expectations for their student-athletes writing. Question 3 is as
follows: “Are your expectations of student athletes’ overall writing abilities different than
your expectations of their peers?” The participants’ answers to the question 3 are as

follows:

Participant 1: “Um, the right answer is no. But I think, me, yes I do hold them to a

higher standard. And I do that because I was an athlete too. And I don’t know, I feel that

they’re just statistically more high achieving so I expect high achievement level from them
too. I guess that’s not to say though that I don’t expect high achievement from everyone,
it’s just a different level of expectation.”
Participant 2: “No.”
Participant 3: “No.”
Participant 4: “No.”

Participant 2, Participant 3, and Participant 4 stated that they do not have different

expectations for the writing of their student-athletes than for their non-athletic peers.

Additionally, the same three participants stated that they hold all of their students to the
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same high standards whether they are a student-athlete, involved in clubs, or not involved

in anything.

However, the Participant 1 shared that he/she does hold their student-athletes to a

higher standard than their non-athletic peers. Stating that they believe that studentathletes are statistically more high achieving; therefore, the student-athletes in this

participant’s classroom are held to a higher level; “although it’s not to say that I don't have
high expectations for everyone,” but student-athletes are definitely held to a higher
standard.

The conclusions drawn from the four participants answer to question 3 are clear;

the participants hold all of their students to a high standard. Although the final participant

stated that he/she holds their student-athletes to a higher standard, in regards to writing, it

does not mean that these students necessarily perform better. Each of the four participants
state that they hold their students to high standards, whether they are student-athletes or
not, but the effect on their writing is undetermined because, as Bandura’s research

supports, the results of a person’s actions are directly affected by both outcome judgments
and self-efficacy judgments. (Bandura, 1982) Because this study focused solely on teacher

expectations and perceptions, I am unable to determine the direct effect on student-athlete
writing. However, it was determined that a students status as an athlete or not does not

diminish or enhance the expectations of English language arts teachers on students writing
abilities.
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Teaching Writing
Teacher expectations can be influential both towards the outcome of students work

and the way that teachers teach their students. A teacher that holds high expectations for

their students will teach at a high level, whereas a teacher with lower expectations of their
students will teach at a lower level. With this in mind, question four was designed to

examine if the presence of student-athletes in the classroom affects the participants teach.
Question 4 states: “Do you change your approach to teaching writing because you have
student athletes in your classroom?” The participants’ answers to question four are as
follows:

Participant 1: “No.”

Participant 2: “No, with the exception of scheduling. If I know that there’s

something coming up that’s big, I may move something around. For instance pep rallies, I

am not going to have a writing assignment when a pep rally is happening because the cheer
leaders have to go and the football players have to go and this has to happen, so I move
things around based on athletic events.”
Participant 3: “No.”
Participant 4: “No.”

Overwhelmingly, the participants answered that the presence of student-athletes in

their classrooms does not change the way that they design lesson plans or teach writing.

Additionally, all four participants stated that they do not believe that their student-athletes
need to be taught differently than non-athlete students in regard to writing. The
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conclusion of question 3 supports the research of Wagner, stating that student-athletes

share many of the same academic struggles (or triumphs) as all students face (2011).
Knowing Yourself and Your Students

In order to avoid bias and ill-conceived perceptions, it is important for teachers to

be able to recognize how their perceptions of students may form. The final two questions
of the interview were included in an effort to determine if the answers provided by the

participants of this study could have been influenced in any way by their past or current

experience working with student-athletes. Question 5 asked: “As a teacher, are you or have
you ever been, involved as a coach for any extracurricular athletic activities?” Each four of
the participants’ answers are as follows:

Participant 1: “Not athletic ones, no.”

Participant 2: “Well that’s interesting because many people think that debate should

be an athletic event because it has the same parameters, uh so um, technically yes, but
realistically, no.”

Participant 3: “Yes, I’ve always been a cheerleading coach for the past two years

since I started teaching, and I also coach track.”

Participant 4: “Yes. I’ve coached water polo and swimming.”

All four participants were then asked about their relationship with and knowledge

about their student-athletes. Question 6 states: “In your classroom, do you make it a point
to get to know who your student-athletes are?” The answers from each participant are as
follows:

27

Participant 1: “I do, uh but I probably don’t use, or I probably don’t make a point to

get to know them more than I would any other student. So to me it doesn’t raise my level of
personability. It’s just, is what it is. I guess there’s more, I feel more of a bond with them

internally, I never express that to them because to me that would show favoritism. So it’s

kind of a mutual understanding on my part, that okay, this kids an athlete, they get it, that
they have to manage their time and be organized and be diligent because they have one
more thing on their plate than the normal student.”

Participant 2: “Yes. Yes, because well I try to find out everything about the kids. On

the first day the yellow form has ‘what clubs and stuff are you involved in’ right off the bat I
want to know that and I write it down on a roll sheet so that I can connect with the kids

right away and remember which kids are in chorus and which kids are in this and which
kids are in that. I also, it makes me pay attention with AP lit as to the kids that are not

involved in anything. Why aren’t they involved in anything, why are they doing nothing?

Because that’s a little unnerving if they’re not doing anything. It’s not just athletes it’s all
the clubs, I want to know who my presidents are in all my clubs, because I have a lot of
them.”

Participant 3: “Oh yeah, but that’s all my kids though. I know you’re specially talking

about athletes but um, all my students, my thespian kids or my kids that just don’t really do
anything. You know, maybe like manga or something on their own. I’m one to just get to
know my kids anyways, I’m like that.”

Participant 4: “I guess. Yeah… yeah.”
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Participants were asked if they were currently, or ever had been, a coach for

extracurricular athletic activities within the school system. Two of the four participants

currently work as a afterschool coaches, one with the cheerleading and track teams, and
the other with the swimming and water polo teams, respectively. These same two

participants were also student-athletes throughout their time in school. The other two
participants have never worked as coaches for any athletic team or activity within the

school system. However, one of these participants was a student-athlete in secondary
school.

Additionally, the four participants were asked if they made it a point to know who

their student-athletes are in their classrooms. All four participants answered yes, with the
stipulation that they make it a point to get to know all of their students, whether or not

they are athletes. “Yes, I try to find out everything about the kids. Right off the bat I want
to know that, and I write it on a roll sheet so that I can connect with the kids and I can

remember what kids do what. But it’s not just athletes, I want to know about all of the
kids.” All four participants state that knowing which students are student-athletes is
important, but no more important than knowing about other students that are nonathletes.

Having these four participants answer question 5 and question 6 was important in

determining their relationship with student-athletes, and if that relationship could possibly
lead to certain perceptions or expectations of student-athletes writing abilities. While two
of the four participants work as after school athletic coaches, their answers did not appear
to be unduly influenced by their extracurricular involvement with student-athletes.
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Summarizing Statements
The purpose of this small case study was to interview secondary English language

arts teachers to determine if secondary English language arts teachers had any sort of

relationship or possible predetermined perception of student-athletes’ writing abilities. In
order to gain insight into this question, four participants from a Seminole County Public
School were asked to participate in a semi-structured interview; each of the four
participants are secondary English language arts teachers.

The four participants that took part in this study were asked a series of six

questions; all six questions were developed with the help of the thesis chair. The questions
were delivered in the form of a semi-structured interview and all four of the participants’’
responses were recorded using a mobile phone.

The six questions that were asked during the semi-structured interview are as

follows:

1) According to your professional experience, what would you say about the overall writing
abilities of student-athletes compared to the writing abilities of their peers?

2) Do you feel that the student-athletes in your classroom have an appropriate

understanding of the conventions of writing? (I.e. spelling, capitalization, syntax, grammar,
word choice)

3) Are your expectations of student-athletes’ overall writing abilities different than your
expectations of their peers?
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4) Do you change your approach to teaching writing because you have student athletes in
your classroom?

5) As a teacher, are you or have you ever been, involved as a coach fro any extracurricular
athletic activities?

6) In your classroom, do you make it a point to get to know who your student athletes are?

The responses from each of the four participants were similar, however, with such a

limited number of responses to draw from, broad generalizations cannot be made. In

concern to this particular case study, the conclusion appears to be that the four study

participants do not have any kind of strong relationship or perceptions about student-

athletes or their writing abilities. The presence of student-athletes in the classroom does
not affect the way that these participants teach writing to their students.

In the following chapters the conclusions of this study will be stated, along with the

study limitations and further questions. This particular case study was limited because of
the small number of participants, and therefore many questions have yet to be answered.

Additionally, educational implications of this study as well as the opportunity for further
research pertained to this study will be discussed.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
The purpose of this study was to determine if secondary English language arts

teachers might possess preconceived expectations or perceptions of student-athletes’

writing abilities. Special attention on student-athletes’ abilities to utilize the conventions of
Standard English within their writing was also a focus within this study. In order to

explore this topic, I interviewed four participants that work as secondary English language
arts teachers in Seminole County Public Schools in Orlando, Florida. Each of the four

participants were asked a series of six questions, which can be found in Appendix A titled
Interview Protocol Questions. The answers provided to these questions were utilized to
draw a general conclusion in response to my question: How might secondary English

language arts teachers hold a different perception or expectation towards student-athletes
and their writing abilities as compared to students that are non-athletes?

After completing the research and interviewing the four participants, I have learned

more about how secondary English language arts teachers do not hold different

perceptions of their student-athletes writing abilities as compared to their non-athlete

peers. All four participants revealed that they believe that the student-athletes in their
classroom have the same writing abilities as non-athletes, and that being labeled as a

student-athlete does not give way to either positive or negative perception of their writing.

This includes student-athletes’’ use of the Standard conventions of English within their

writing. Each of the four participants stated that they did not believe that their studentathletes use of the Standard conventions of English differed from their non student-

athletes. Rather, all four participants stated that it does not matter if the student is an
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athlete or not, but the writing ability is determined by the individual student and not their
status as an athlete.

However, because of the small and limited nature of this study, no broad

generalizations can be made. Although the four participants’ statements were similar and
very limited generalizations for these four participants could be drawn, a broader
determination could not be made with the interview of only four teachers.
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CHAPTER SIX: STUDY LIMITATIONS
This study was conducted with one interviewer and four participants who work at

the same high school in Seminole County in Orlando, Florida. Therefore, the feedback

utilized to draw conclusions is severely limited. If this study could be conducted within a

larger field, I would have reached out to many more secondary English language arts

teachers across the country. I believe surveying more secondary English language arts

teachers would result in a better understanding in reference to the possible feelings and
perceptions that they may have towards student-athletes and their writing abilities.
Questions that Persist
This was a small, exploratory study conducted within one public school in Seminole

County, Florida. Because of the limited nature of this study, there are many questions that

persist. For instance, would the outcome of this study have been different if I interviewed a
sample of secondary English language arts teachers from across Seminole County? From
across all of Florida? Or across the United States?

Additionally, the school at which the four participants work and were interviewed

in is a middle-class community. What would the results have been if the participants

worked within a community that was impoverished? Or an extremely affluent community?
It was my observation that the school environment that the four participants work

within celebrates both academic and athletic achievement equally. Would the results have
been different if I had interviewed teachers from schools where athletics are more
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prominent than academics? Or a school environment where no emphasis is placed on
athletics at all?

Finally, this study was designed as a semi-structured interview. The four

participants that were interviewed all work at the same school in Seminole County, which
is also the school where I am completing my first teaching internship. I have developed

professional relationships with each of the four participants interviewed from working
with them on a weekly basis. Does my professional relationship with each of the

participants affect their answers? Would the study have been different if the participants

and I had no previous background? Additionally, would the outcome of the study have been
different if the participants filed an anonymous survey online?

Should this exploratory study be replicated, or used as a starting point for a new

study, I believe that all of the above questions hold relevance to potential outcomes.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS
Future Research
In the future, I would really like to further the research conducted within this study.

Although this was a small, exploratory study, I believe that it would be a strong starting
point for further research. My passion for education and athletics is unwavering, and I
believe that the more we know about the way that these topics coincide, the better
prepared we will be as educators and coaches to work with student-athletes.

In the future, I would like to expand this research and interview a multitude of

secondary English language arts teachers. Additionally, I would like to explore not only

secondary English language arts teachers possible perceptions of student-athletes’ writing
abilities, but their overall literacy abilities: reading, writing, and speaking in the English
language arts classroom.

Lessons Learned
The process of creating a study and conducting research was a new experience for

me. Throughout the year that this thesis took to research and write, I learned that one of
the most important aspects of research is to be thorough; developing a plan of action,
conducting research, and writing a report is hard work but you must be thorough.

Additionally, I have learned that the more questions you ask, the better off you will

be as a researcher. This was my first experience completing research and writing a thesis,
and I needed guidance along the way. No question is too simple or complicated to be

asked; I also learned that no question is a bad question. Although the answer might seem
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obvious in hindsight, it is important that you know all of the facts upfront and do not
assume you know the answer.

Conducting research and writing a thesis is a very humbling experience, accept all of

the help that is available to you and the advice of those that came before you.
Implications for Pre-Service Teachers

I believe that it is important for teachers to be aware of their personal and

professional perceptions or biases of students within their classroom. As a current pre-

service teacher I think that all pre-service teachers should be cognizant of their personal

perceptions and biases that they may hold towards different types of students. In order to

help pre-service teachers, such as myself, I think that there should be more emphasis

placed on it in our pre-service education. Having honest and open conversations about

different perceptions and biases that teachers may hold could be uncomfortable but it will

be beneficial in the long run. The more aware that teachers are of their personal and
professional perceptions and biases that they may have towards students, the more
prepared they will be to teach those students.
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